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DISCUSSION

BACKGROUND

Literature demonstrates that the experience of wartime
violence is gendered (Riley, Mohanty, and Pratt 2008).
Also, public perceptions of prisoners vary based on their
gender, religion, race, and nationality (Collins 2000;
Spivak 1988). Newspapers are part of this gendered and
racialized media representation. Also, while the literature
thoroughly addresses the effects of gender roles on the
treatment of male prisoners in Abu Ghraib, very few
studies mention the female prisoners.
This study targets a gap in the literature by examining
how three U.S. newspapers portray gender in relation to
the abuses at Abu Ghraib and considers what these
depictions might suggest about the media representation
of gendered wartime violence.

How have U.S. newspapers portrayed gender in relation to the abuse
of Iraqi prisoners by U.S. military personnel at Abu Ghraib during
the Iraq War in 2004?

https://www.mapsof.net/iraq/iraq-map-abu-ghraib

In April of 2004, newspapers in the United States began
to print stories unveiling the abuse of Iraqi prisoners by
U.S. military at Abu Ghraib. There was also a multitude
of photos depicting the abuse of male prisoners released
over time that accompanied these stories. Female
prisoners were not exempt from the abuse that occurred
at Abu Ghraib, but those stories are generally out of the
public eye.

RESEARCH QUESTION

METHODS
A content analysis was conducted on the three U.S. newspapers with
the highest daily circulation in 2004, the year in which news of the
abuses at Abu Ghraib was released to the American public. Using an
archival search engine, each article that mentioned Abu Ghraib, from
2004 to 2020, was collected and analyzed. The analytic process
included initial and focused coding (Charmaz 2006). Initial coding
was used to determine which articles specifically mentioned the
abuse of prisoners at Abu Ghraib. The literature and theory prompted
the focused coding to uncover how gender was portrayed in those
articles that mentioned Iraqi prisoners.

FINDINGS
TABLE 1: Content Analysis Results From Top Three Newspapers, 2004-2020
Number of Articles that Mention:
Abu Ghraib Iraqi Prisoners Male Prisoners

Sources
USA Today
The Wall Street Journal
The New York Times
Totals

171
609
2222

154
268
2012

13
2
14

Female
Prisoners
3
2
6

3002

2434

29

11

FIGURES 1-3: Quotations from News Articles Mentioning Gender of Prisoners

FIG 1: From New York Times, May 22, 2004
“With these folders were a bunch of photos that showed naked female prisoners, naked
male prisoners and other photos of male prisoners in sexual positions.”

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Feminist theory suggests that it is important to consider
how gender inequality and the everyday experiences of
women are influenced by institutional relations (Smith
1990). Furthermore, an intersectional feminist lens
requires that we look not only at white women, but
women of color as well (Collins 2000). This theoretical
framework will be used to examine the women of Abu
Ghraib and how they are represented by U.S. newspapers.

FIG 2: From USA Today, May 6, 2004
"The prison has five female detainees. They are housed in a row of cellblocks. The 10-footby-12-foot cells house one detainee each. When reporters entered the cellblock, the women
began shouting and stretching their hands through the steel bars of their cell doors."
FIG 3: From Wall Street Journal, July 14, 2004
“For Iraqi men abused by Americans in Abu Ghraib and other U.S. detention centers
here, release often means an end to their trauma and an opportunity to heal, perhaps even
to seek legal redress. For women who endured the same fate, though, their ordeal often
worsens upon return to society -- and in many cases never ends.”

Content analysis was conducted on all articles related to
Iraqi prisoners in Abu Ghraib in the top three national
newspapers from 2004-2020. Results indicate that male
prisoners were mentioned more often than female
prisoners. In this, the findings confirm the literature, as
female prisoners were left out of the narrative
constructed by the U.S. newspapers, appearing in only
11 of the 2434 articles analyzed. It was expected that
female prisoners would not feature in these articles, as
female prisoners are often invisible to the public eye.
What was somewhat unexpected, however, was that
gender of the prisoners was often not even mentioned.
Interestingly, only 29 of the 2434 articles specifically
stated that the prisoners were male. One can suggest this
is because, if gender is not clearly stated, maleness is
assumed, and this may be especially true in the
discussion of prisoners. If this is the case, then 2423 of
the 2434 articles are about male prisoners, leaving one
to ask, “where are the women?” The American public
will generally assume that these prisoners are male,
thereby further obscuring the existence and experiences
of female prisoners. This finding indicates a continued
failure to take into consideration the gendered
experience during wartime.

FINAL THOUGHTS
The results of this study raise the question of why the
U.S. newspapers seldom mentioned the gender of Iraqi
prisoners at Abu Ghraib, why they mentioned males
more often than females, and what this might suggest
about representation of gendered wartime violence.
While the experiences of male prisoners are well
documented, the experiences of the female prisoners are
more obscure. This discrepancy in representation, along
with the assumption of the “maleness” of prisoners,
evidences the need for continued work to uncover the
experiences of women, especially in wartime.
Future research is needed to uncover the experience of
female Iraqis after the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003, and
to further investigate the media representation of the
gendered experience during warfare.
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